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Hagith Sivan, Galla Placidia. The Last Roman Empress. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011. Pp. x + 224. Paper (ISBN 978-0-19-537913-6) $27.95.
"This book was born of pure temptation," declares the author (1).
Galla, c. 390-450, is certainly an engaging late-antique figure. Her imperial
connections are extensive: she was the daughter, (half-)sister, wife, mother,
and aunt of emperors, not to mention wife of a Gothic king, Athaulf, relative
of Alaric the sacker of Rome. Her father was Theodosius I, her half-brothers
were Honorius and Arcadius, her second husband was Constantius III,
she was the mother of Valentinian III, for whom she was regent 425-38,
and the aunt of Theodosius II. She lived in interesting times, an age of
Christianity and barbarians. Her life took her from Constantinople to Italy,
Gaul, and Spain, though she is particularly associated with Ravenna. She
almost perished in a storm at sea, but was saved by John the Evangelist. The
facts of her life are well known, thanks in part to S. I. Oost' s Galla Placidia
Augusta: A Biographical Essay (Chicago 1968). Indeed Oost's book set Sivan
a challenge: she did not simply want to write an updated life. Her solution
was to contextualize it, "to provide a clear articulation of the vagaries of
women's lives in late antiquity," and to highlight "current approaches to
women, women's bodies, marriage, family, and law" (2-3). Her book, after
all, is part of the series Women in Antiquity. While her chapters follow the
chronological sequence of Galla' s life, the material is organized around key
events, such as marriages, births, deaths, weddings, and funerals. Sivan
draws upon a diversity of sources to illuminate the story of her empress as
well as the lives of other women, and men too. The chapters are supported
by maps, a timeline, a family tree, coin images, and bibliography.
Chapter 1 drops us straight into the action, Galla's marriage to Athaulf
in 414 in Narbonne. The prospect of a Roman princess (Sivan is happy to
use this and related terms) marrying a barbarian leader leads to reflection on
the political conditions of the time. Also considered is Galla's attitude to the
wedding, whether she was a willing participant or favored a life of Christian
virginity, like the two sisters of her uncle Valentinian II it seems, whom we
only know about from a reference in Ambrose; such is the precariousness
of being remembered despite having imperial blood. We first encounter
here the author's method of imagining what might have been said on such
ceremonial occasions. Chapter 2 shifts with Athaulf to Spain and focuses on
his death and that of his son by Galla, Theodosius III. Funerals, births, and
widowhood are the key life events, but there is also discussion of the Spanish
roots of the Theodosian dynasty, its Constantinian connections, and changing
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political circumstances. We end with Galla' s reunion with Honorius in
Italy. Chapter 3 begins with another wedding, in 417, that of Galla and the
general Constantius, by whom she had Valentinian III. Sivan contemplates
her subject's attitude to this union, wondering whether she would have
preferred to remain a respectable and independent widow, a univira. We
also hear about Galla's involvement in ecclesiastical affairs, which becomes
a major concern of the book. The chapter ends with rapid political change:
Constantius became augustus in 421 but soon died, as did Honorius in 423.
By this time Galla had already been expelled from the court, stripped of
her title augusta, and made her way to Constantinople and the emperor
Theodosius IL Her nephew, as well as John the Evangelist, proved her savior
and restored her and her children to Italy, with Valentinian III as augustus
and his mother as regent. Chapter 4 addresses the early regency of Galla.
This allows for discussion of her relationship with the senatorial aristocracy
in Rome and with her generals. Sivan also considers the wives of the
generals, their relationships and fates, specifically Pelagia wife of Boniface
and Padusia wife of Felix. Galla "had to forge a new balance between
maternity and the responsibilities of her position" (113), and emerges as a
queenly regent, as Justina, her grandmother, had been for Valentinian II.
Chapter 5 begins with another wedding, that of Valentinian III to his relative
Licinia Eudoxia, daughter of Theodosius II, in Constantinople in 437. Galla
seems not to have been present, but Sivan asserts her political and cultural
significance. As a gift Theodosius gave Valentinian the Theodosian Code
to take back to Italy, but Sivan suggests that Theodosius' legal project was
indebted to Galla herself, and that she also responded with a gift of her own
for her daughter-in-law, a luxury codex, the Ashburnham Pentateuch, "a text
of divinely given laws" (127). Sivan detects a woman's hand in the selection
of illustrations that accompany the text. The theme of women and religion is
also served by exploration of Galla's role in church affairs, as the supporter
of pope Leo and the supremacy of the see of Rome. Sivan observes, "Few
chapters in the history of church and state provoked so vividly a sense of
the vigor of imperial women as the correspondence between the two courts
residing at Rome and Constantinople in the early months of 450" (140-41).
Chapter 6 ends Galla' s life. It begins with another funeral, the reburial of
her son Theodosius in the imperial mausoleum by St. Peter's in Rome.
This furnishes the opportunity to discuss both the powerful general Aetius
and Galla's scandalous daughter Honoria, who both bring us to Attila and
the Huns. Honoria's story also provides for examination of other cases of
women and barbarians, memorably characterized as, "A dramatic sequence
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infused by raging women, rapacious barbarians, and deceiving Romans in
brief, a perfect literary paradigm to account for the end of an era" (158). The
chapter ends, however, with a consideration of Galla' s patronage in Rome
and Ravenna. Particularly fascinating is the description of Galla's church of
John the Evangelist, which was decorated with medallions of several of the
empress's imperial male relatives, including Constantine I and Valentinian I.
Sivan also discusses Galla's relationship with St. Germanus, which supplies
the chance to discuss the fates of Britain and Gaul, and brings the chapter
to an abrupt stop. A conclusion reflects on the longevity of the ValentinianTheodosian dynasty and the role and reputation of Galla. Sivan sums up
her project thus: "I have tried to illuminate expectations and representations
of women, dealing with women as patronesses, as politicians, and as pious
individuals. I have assessed women's strategies of survival whether menaced
or pampered, whether at home or on the throne, investigating how they
bonded with society, how they crossed the threshold into marriage, and
how they made themselves heard. Through Galla I traced how women
functioned in environments that kept redefining themselves, and how
practice and theory generated or limited their authority" (172). She ends by
declaring, "one needs to assess the imaginary and the concrete about the
lives of women in antiquity. This is what I have done in this book by way of
exploring the stage on which women like Galla were placed" (176).
Sivan has produced a rich and engaging account of the life and times of
Galla, which is as much a cultural snapshot as a focused account of a woman
at a critical period in the history of the later Roman empire. However, her
approach is not without its problems. Since this is not a straightforward
biography readers may feel the need to flesh out their knowledge of Galla
and her life by consulting other work. This is compounded by Sivan' s
"deductive method" of imaginative reconstruction, which she herself warns
the reader about (6), and she mentions at the start that she presented "Galla's
secret diaries in the session of the Pseudo Society" at Kalamazoo in 2002
(1). Her utilization of a wealth of sources to create her picture is impressive
and includes visual material, though it would have been useful to have the
images included in the book. Only a series of coins is provided, and these are
not referred to directly. The bibliography misses some relevant items, e.g., Liz
James, Empresses and Power in Early Byzantium (London 2001). The occasional
slip mars the enjoyment of the book, e.g., Constantius II was Julian's cousin,
not his uncle; the family tree indicates that Theodosius Comes, father of
Theodosius I, was a son of Constantius II and Faustina. Nevertheless the
book is compelling and will prove essential for the study of the later Roman
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empire and gender within the period. Arresting as Galla is, however, I was
left more intrigued about the emperor Honorius. The fact that he has not
had a biography devoted to him, as Sivan remarks, the stories about his
distinctive personality, the image of him on a coin with natty moustache and
sideburns (189); the thoroughly creepy depiction of him in Wilkie Collins's
Antonina (referenced on page 28), all suggest that Calla's half-brother is ripe
for a study of his own.
NECJ 40.3 (2013)
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Milette Gaifman, Aniconism in Greek Antiquity. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2012. Pp. xviii+ 357. Cloth (ISBN 978-0-19-964578-7) $185.00.
In this scholarly work, the origins of which were in a Princeton University
doctoral dissertation, Gaifman explores the phenomenon of aniconism in ancient
Greece from the early Iron Age to the Roman period, on the Greek mainland, in
West Greece, the islands, and the East Greek world. She defines aniconism as
the perception, worship, and experience of the divine through objects that do
not make visual reference to particular divinities through their form or are not
indicative of the identity of particular deities without some other clues, such as
inscriptions, stories, or rituals (39). Cult images and aniconic manifestations of
deities have been the subject of intense interest in recent years, with many critical
books and articles. The very full footnotes and complete, 32-page bibliography
are indicative of the depth of this study, as well as of the historical and current
interest in a topic that is central to understanding Greek religious beliefs and
ritual practices.
In the eighteenth century Winckelmann (Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums,
1764), using the schema suggested by ancient authors, especially Clement
of Alexandria and Pausanias, promulgated an evolutionary progression
with Greeks first worshipping deities in the form of primitive, unworked
stones, and then, as their civilization developed, accepting the language of
anthropomorphism with "iconism" becoming the norm, as represented in the
ideal images of the Classical period. Johannes Adolph Overbeck, in a seminal
1864 article ("Uber das Cultusobjekt bei den Griechen in seinen altesten
Gestaltungen," Berichte iiber die Verhandlungen der koniglich siichsischen Akademie
der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig philologische-historische Klasse 16, 1864, pp. 121-72),
introduced the term anikonismus and defined aniconism as an early phase
in Greek religious worship. Gaifman and others can now demonstrate that
aniconism and anthropomorphism, as well as theriomorphism (dealt with only
in passing in this book), semi-anthropomorphism or semi-aniconism (e.g., semifigural stelai, phalloi), in all of their possible permutations (e.g., rough rocks,
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